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INTERVIEW

Editors: Of Books and Birds

Of Books
and Birds

Mythellany talks with
pastor-author Walter
Wangerin, Jr. about The
Book of the Dun Cow
and other matters.
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M: One thing I like to ask is what kind of books do

writers read? What are your favorite authors; what are
you reading now?
Wangerin: rm supposed to write a paper for three
synods on Worship & Witness. So I've been digging into
that briefly: what worship is in its dramatic sense as
well as how it sockets itself in people's lives. P. G.
Wodehouse, I haven't read much of him so I thought I'd
work on him for a little while. I keep up with Updike.
Not happily lately, but the cooler stuff like he wrote
earlier. I'll see what Rabbit is Rich is like. I dearly love
Chaim Potok, John Gardner, John Barth, John Updike.
M: How did you begin writing? Have you done it since
you were eight?
Wangerin: It wasn't even like there was a choice. I
could guess what the motives were: I had brothers who
were much better in sports and all that kind of stuff.
Reading was not only personal, but something a person
could handle totally on their own. You didn't need other
people for reading and so I read-a lot-and I wrote. I
did it all my childhood life. All my triumphs and
contests were in writing so it just seemed the most
natural form of expression.
M: How do you find time to write now?
Wangerin: By sticking as doggedly as I can to a
schedule. Ministry fills all the cracks, crises don't
happen during the day; they happen at night or any
odd time. So I do my best to set aside Monday,
Wednesday, and Friday mornings and a piece of the
afternoon so I can bring the work to some kind of
conclusion.
M: As the pastor of a church, how do you divide your
time between writing and ministry?
Wangerin: Well, that's it. Probably if I would identify
priorities in terms of time as well as in terms of my
emotional commitment, it would end up that ministry
was on top and writing wasn't. Writing becomes a kind
of poor stepchild that way. I'm sad about it, but
ministry just can't be formed. Only recently we hired a
secretary which gives me time to write and still feel
things are happening with the ministry.
M: In what ways has being a Christian influenced or
inspired your writing?
Wangerin: That's a massive question. I could answer it
on several levels. In the first place, it probably did no
more nor less than any other Weltanschauung would
have done for the conscious practice of writing. I
suspect that the best writers have some point of view
from which they see the universe, humans, and society,
and mine is Christian. There are very few authors that
are able to write well (artistically and skillfully), to
write pieces with an inner integrity and yet at the same
time not have a Weltanschauung. Even Kalka, where
you might find at the center a hollowness or emptiness,
at least began from the point of view of a soul having a
criticism of the universe (not far, I think, from
Kierkegaard).
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So in my case, it was one view among many and
(crawling out of my skin) that it was a necessary point
of view from which to not only judge, but take the
perspective of relationships and reality and truth. I
can't necessarily say that at the beginning it was a
profound motivation to communication which in the
Christian vernacular is proclamation, but it served very,
very well in the ministries I've had. Ministry always
uses words. If one is good with words then it becomes
(although this is a bad comparison) like Milton who
couldn't sever the relationship between art and faith.
This has helped make something serious of the writing,
not just a time-filler or money-maker, not just a practice
of putting words together sweetly or well, but put some
purpose behind the putting of words together.
John Gardner writes about the necessity of writing
being put into some kind of service (his words, not mine),
and that the service perform a moral or ethical beauty
before society or within society. I like what he says. I
think there are authors today who fail by not having a
point of view by which they can speak righteousness. I
do not mean in the self-righteous sort of way; in fact, I
mean in a very humble sort of way where something is
larger than the author himself. Christianity places me
in a universe that is larger and more important than
myself which is a blessing. Does that make sense?
M: I think so.(????????) You don't believe in art for art's
sake?
Wangerin: Words for sound's sake is either nonsense or
humming.
M: What kind of service do you feel Dun Cow performs?
Wangerin: It takes the existence of God for granted
and enshrines sacrifice.
M: Do you write like you preach?
Wangerin: No. If we're talking about the purposes
behind them or the form they take, no, not necessarily.
M: I was thinking of style. Of ten, when pastors take
to writing, it doesn't translate that well. Your style, at
least in Dun Cow, is very readable. Did that come
naturally to you or did you have to think about it?
Wangerin: It's readable on purpose. The heard word ·
the word that's spoken and meant to be heard by the
ear of other people · does do good things for the written
word. It finds rhythm, it teaches sound, it teaches how
they all hang together.
M: Like storytelling, although I'm not trying to equate
the two.
Wangerin: Oh, but that's good. Good preaching is good
story-telling. Exactly. Suddenly you have a stage and
you have an actor on the stage and the actor's voice is
heard and the actor is either a character in the story or
the author itself.
In my case, well, I read very slowly. Only lately did I
realize that I do that because I'm hearing it all. I'm
listening to what I read instead of seeing it with the
eyeball. There's an extra step in the brain which I
thought everybody did. I think it's because of the
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hearing of all other people's writing that I write to be
heard; I hear what I write.
Secondly, I spent a great deal of time for about two
years writing poetry which wasn't good. But what it did
for me was good. It taught me rhythm and sound.
Another thing helped me, too. I learned German from
freshman high school all the way through college and
Latin from freshman high school all the way through
college. Four years of Greek. Several years of Hebrew.
That, at least the way I learned the language, also
forced me to hear the grammer of the English language
and to understand why it was what it was. So there are
some parallels between writing and preaching and they
do bless each other now.
M: Will you eventually write outside the fantasy genre?
You'ue written many nonfiction articles for
"Interaction."
Wangerin: Yes, I will. Fantasy is nice. I think of
myself as a Green Street or Fleet Street writer. Hack
writer. I'll write whatever anybody asks me to write.
That, in fact, is how I got into fantasy; somebody
suggested doing a fantasy book. An editor at Concordia
Publishing House. The book that I wrote for her was
never published and it wasn't good enough to be
published. But it made me understand I could do that.
M: To get closer to the book: how did you get so
interested in chickens?
Wangerin: Well, one thing leads to the other. This is
what happened for the book. I was asked to write a
series of very, very short parables. And in order to keep
them short, I created a cast of characters that I would
not have to introduce with each new parable. I stole
from Chaucer to do it. Not just Chaucer, but Russell
the Fox, and Chaunticleer and Pertelote all came out of
that long history of parables and legends. The parables
themselves never were published. They were rejected,
but I liked the characters that were created by very
brief and pointed scenes. That made me think about
the possibility of writing a book in which the characters
are animals. I would discover some kind of ineluctable
evil, place the evil against them, and watch to see what
happened.
At the same time, I had chickens of my own. I was
teaching at the University of Evansville, not making
much money. My wife and I lived on two acres and we
were supplementing our money and income with fruit
trees, a large garden, and about a hundred chickens. My
wife grew up on a farm and would not touch the coop.
Well, that did not necessarily cause interest in chickens,
but at least it made me know them. So I could use what
I know.
M: I can see that it would be uery educational. What
happens to Mundo Cani Dog at the end?
Wangerin: Of this book? There is another book to
come.
M: There is?
Wangerin: It's written. It has one more revision to go
yet. The issue of the Dog becomes a part of the second
6
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book. so I'll be careful how I answer your question.
All we know for sure at the end of the first book is a
kind of anomaly or a mystery. As far as Chaunticleer is
concerned, the Dog is lost. Pertelote implies that there
may be some possibility of finding him again, and
that's where that whole business of the hole comes in.
Perhaps they can dig down and find him. That's left
unanswered.
M: So that was deliberate and I can feel assured there is
more to the story. I haue had liuely discussions on that
uery point of Munt!o Cani's suruiual.
Wangerin: That's a good question all on its own
without a second book, isn't it? It's worthy of
discussion. It will reveal to you the different points of
view of the people around the table. Is it important to
answer those questions? Is it really? To answer whether
the Dog survived?
M: Well, if you like to know what happens ...
Wangerin: That's true. On the other hand, if you're
going to dig in to understand what a sacrifice is, maybe
it's marvelous.
M: !!!!! What one or two ideas or feelings did you want
your readers to get from this first story?
Wangerin: I like the word "feelings" a lot.
When I was writing the story I gave more
commitment to the writing-toward making the story
hang together properly and well- because if it forgot its
own rules it would also lose its readers. I wanted to tell
a story that was worth telling, that was exciting, and
yet drew the feelings of the reader so that they would
identify with or feel commitment to these characters.
The reader would care about relationships and be
moved. That seemed to me a triumph: to move
somebody else to some place, to be moved by a story,
simply by words.
I didn't put forward ideas for the reader to find. The
scenes and ideas arose naturally from the story itself.
Of course, I would have to say the truth in order to
make it unified. That implies telling the truth in order
to bring out the truth.
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When you work with fantasy and you leave things
half mysterious, other people are bound into the
mystery somehow. They want to crack the nut, they
make an interpretation, and it was kind of nice to see
that people were willing to try to pull symbols out and
make parallels within the book and to answer a riddle.
But at first I didn't intend it.
M: You talk about wanting to write about feelings ...
Wangerin: No, to elicit feelings ...
M: ... to elicit feelings. Some people haue felt almost
embarrassed in a way because the feelings were so
frank. Was that intentional on your part?
Wangerin: If intentional, not as a trick. If there is
embarrassment because they [feelings) were too overt,
and they did not at the same time draw the feeling of
of the reader, then perhaps there was a failure or
breakdown somewhere, on my part for not having read
the audience very well, as well as the reader's.
But let me take the question all by itself without
thinking of previous statements. So much of our
existence and relationship with one another, so much of
the animals' existence and relationship with one
another, is not just what happens. It isn't just the
action that takes place around them divorced from
feeling; feeling is always part of the action. Feeling
identifies and interprets, then classifies the action. I
don't think very many people analyze rationally what's
happening to them first; first, they feel about it. Then
they have two things to analyze rationally: the action
itself and the feelings. Very seldom are they able to
make the distinction. When that turns evil, that's called
prejudice. When that turns good, that's called
community. So the fact of our existence together and
our struggling against odds involves and includes
feeling. Feelings that are as overt as the love between
perhaps male and female, or the Rooster and the Hen.
M: So what is happening in then, is not
only the things happening, but also the feeling attached
to those actions or circumstances are really examined.
Wangerin: Right. And you can't have the one without
the other in this world.
M: The euil depicted in Dun Cow is ouerwhelming.
There's a feeling at the end of the book of
"Did they win? Did good win, or is it a draw?"
Wangerin: First of all, just from an author's point of
view (this doesn't involve interpretation) I really did
think I had a cast of characters that had foibles. They
could be liked: you could laugh at them, sneer at them;
you could judge them; they were both good and evil all
mixed together.
My first problem to solve was to create a contest
worthy of a book. I thought I would try to find an evil
that was absolute and I would try to describe it. For a
while I fiddled with that and I didn't know where to go.
I thought of using human beings but that didn't fit at
all. If I used humans against animals that were already
half-human, it became an unnecessary complication. I
didn't want to judge humans as ineluctably evil either. I
Mythellany 1983
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thought of other kinds of animals and ultimately I
decided to simply go to mythology which would do two
things: 1) I would have the freedom to create a palpable
evil of my own; 2) I would be able to draw upon
centuries and centuries of the folk perception of evil.
Mythology has it. The folk or the peoples' mind, the
historical, communal mind, tries to understand
something beyond its understanding; it gives it shape
and form. So that's where I went.
My purpose was to not find a single shred of good in
it at all because I want to see what will happen to these
characters against it. I really didn't know what it would
be when I began to write.
The word itself is an Old English word for Beowulf's
dragon-the third part of the Beowulf legend-which is
usually translated as dragon. Our word 'worm' comes

"I think readers today
are patronized far
beyond what they should
be.''
from it. It's also a piece of the Loki monster from
Scandinavian legends, Loki is finally changed into a
serpent kind of like Wyrm and commanded to stay
underneath the waters. It draws a little bit on Egyptian
legend. I think you know the· basilisks do, too, and the
cockatrice.
When we human beings try to deal with that which we
call evil, it always seems to overwhelm us; that is, in
fact, part of the characteristic that makes evil. If it did
not overwhelm us, it would be something less than evil:
it would be a problem to be solved. It would be a human
being to be rehabilitated (if you believe in
rehabilitation). The whole point of evil is that it is
somehow or other greater than us, that's the terror of
the thing. I did and did not think in terms of Satan or a
personal evil. There are so many places to draw on
man's concept of evil. If it [evil] were anything less
than grand, if it were anything less than enticing, it
would be less than what we conceive evil to be
generally, even from little tiny children. The "thing"
that hides in the basement is bigger than me. It might
even be bigger than my parents. I think our natural
perception of the Enemy is always greater than we are.
It forces us to seek some thing, some pattern, some
ritual, some person, some deity, something else to enlist
on our side.
M: Can't Good be bigger than us and oueruihelm. us.too?
Wangerin: Absolutely-God overwhelms us by love, but
we are the more quickly sensitive to our destruction
than to a call to faith which would swallow us from
ourselves.
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M: C. S. Lewis, in The Screwtape Letters shows that

evil is small, niggardly, and uncreative; it is only
perversion of good. Would you agree with this or do you
pref er Milton's interpretation?
Wangerin: Well, both (as they have it both ways:
Milton makes Satan blow himself up before Adam like
so much gas; Lewis, in his trilogy, allows evil an
enormous horror, planet-wide}. We can't ignore its
greater strength than us, its insignificance before God.
M: Is the Dun Cow meant to be equal in power to
Wyrm, even though she is quite understated?
Wangerin: No. Anything worthy to match Wyrm would
be God as God appears in the book. The Dun Cow's
power is invisible. That is one character I thought of in
symbolic terms. She doesn't have much of a character
at all. The symbolism I thought of with her was
sympathos which is a Greek word meaning "to suffer
with"- or sympathy-and compassion which is the
Latin "suffer with." I called her an angel at one point to
show her being a messenger, but more than that, to
show the blessing of community when at the same time
we serve and do not serve, for example, when we
participate in someone's suffering or someone in mine.
They do nothing, yet I find myself stronger, also more
at peace, and given a vision (by another suffering with
me) that is larger than my own eyeball; a vision that
includes me, not looks out from me. It puts me in
relation over against other things.
The negative of that is the teachers' and preachers'
and writers' fallacy. Generally, anybody who works
with words feels the way to solve somebody's problems
is to give them a spoken solution. Teachers' always
have to answer a question. They don't suffer it.
Preachers are the same, instead of just being there and
suffering with human beings and not knowing what a
blessed power there is in sympathos. And writers, when
they come upon a problem, they have to solve it instead
of suffering it. They don't understand that the
"suffering with" is sometimes a profound peace
solution.
M: Your book is about peace and community in the
midst of crisis?
Wangerin: Yes, but also our complicity in crisis (cf.
Chaunticleer's capitulation} and the means for dealing
with crisis, not ignoring or misinterpreting it; and the
very palpable effects of evil upon our peace, both
individual and communal.
M: So Wyrm is to evoke all those terrors you have?
Wangerin: How do we identify the bomb? I don't think
we think of it scientifically. My son Matthew doesn't.
His eyes grow very wide every time there's any
reference to Russia. In his mind, that's something
beyond his capacity to name or to find the comers of. It
is not limited; it is illimitable, and the poor squirt
himself is limited. That's his terror. He can't meet it. He
can't even name it, so he's much less than it. The kid
needs me; I'm his father. He knows better, that I can't
handle the bomb, and he doesn't trust the president a
whole lot either.
M: Was it difficult getting Dun Cow published?
Wangerin: No. I had written that previous fantasy.
When the first publisher rejected it, I broke my teeth on
that - no, you cut your teeth, don't you? I sent it all over
the place and got it rejected all over the place. But the
last place I sent it was Harper & Row.
M: In San Francisco?
Wangerin: No, in New York. They rejected it, too, but
they wrote such a good letter. The letter was single8
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spaced, one page, in which the editor identified two
problems with the previous book and explained them so
well that I agreed with her. She convinced me that I
shouldn't even try to publish that one. I saved her
name, and when I had written Dun Cow I sent it
directly to her. They didn't accept it right away, but
there was enough interest and enough suggestions
about changes that I said I'd do these things. Then
there was a hiatus and I didn't hear from them for
several months. Out of the blue, they wrote and said
they'd like to publish it.
M: You don't have to answer this, but how is it doing?
Wangerin: It's not that I would decline, but that I don't
know. I know how it's doing hard cover because Harper
communicates with me twice a year on sales. In hard
cover it's doing rotten ever since the paperback came
out. I sold the rights to Pocketbooks. They don't
communicate with me at all. I'll tell you what I think.
They said it was a best seller, but I think that was
hype. I don't think it ever was.
M: Do you have any do's and don 'ts for writers just
starting out or beginning to send their work around?
Wangerin: You asked me before about the authors I
read and there's several that I did not name, but I read
them all the time. I base my writing on them and it's
a job. I read Shakespeare a bunch. I read it so that I
hear the words once again-and their feel-the same
way. There are not many writers that I know of today
that write with the same kind of absolute facility with
language.
M: Oh, to be Elizabethan!
Wangerin: That's true. I think readers today are
patronized far beyond what they should be. I think we
have a very dim, asinine, and unrealistic conception of
what they're able to read. The better writers will find as
many readers as the short, clipped, Hemingwayesque
sentences. I think we could trust our people to be
Elizabethan readers even though there are not many
Elizabethan writers now.
I would say that it's absolutely necessary to choose
those writers who you'd like to write like. And then,
seriously study, even if in private study, anyone you
can find around. Understand why that paragraph or
that character or that story are those words or that
image works. Why did it work for you? I think of Jack
London who spent years trying to write like
Rudyard Kipling. Some might laugh at that, and say
you should write like your own self. That's our
misconception today - to find yourself. You don't do that
unless you're in a relationship to something else. I'm
very classical that way. Ben Jonson said that you must
write and write like someone else until you become a
very "he" and then you have the first alternative and
opportunity to become your own self in writing.
I think one should take writing seriously as a craft.
Not as a divine madness or something that comes with
a bottle of wine and Pathetique Symphony, but a craft
that they can labor at and that they clear the earth
with. Take time at that.
•
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